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RADIAL COAL ASH BASED
MICRO-ARCHITECTURES AND METHOD
OF SYNTHESIS

BACKGROUND

1. Field

Nano or micro-sized inorganic structures and their synthe-
sis.

2. Description of the Related Art

The synthesis of complex-shape, self-standing nano or
micron-sized structures usually requires extremely precise,
complex, and expensive fabrication equipment. Techniques
such as micromachining or laser ablation, are usually
required. Such processes are not only expensive, but are also
difficult, time consuming and of generally low throughput. A
much more alluring prospect is the chemical method of self-
assembly. Self-assembly of nano and microstructures is the
spontaneous or controlled organization of molecules into dis-
tinct and ordered architectures, usually within a solution. Its
most significant advantage is that the process is carried out
through chemical rather than mechanical means.

Self-assembled microstructures on components of a com-
bination product may offer improved properties to the prod-
uct. Concrete is an example of a combination of materials
such as cement, sand and additives and/or fillers mixed in
solution. Mortar is another example. Heretofore, the devel-
opment of microstructures in components of a concrete or
mortar product have not been observed or exploited to modify
a property of the product.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a computer-generated three-dimensional model
of a spherical particle with 1,000 crystalline structures radi-
ally attached.

FIG. 2 is a three-dimensional model of a spherical particle
with 200 crystalline structures radially attached.

FIG. 3 is a scanning electron microscope (SEM) image of
an individual fly ash particle in which single crystals or poly-
crystalline ettringite needles have grown radially from the
surface in the absence of a super plasticizing agent.

FIG. 4 is a scanning electron microscope (SEM) image of
an individual fly ash particle in which single crystals or poly-
crystalline ettringite have grown radially from the surface in
the presence of a super plasticizing agent.

FIG. 5 is a scanning electron microscope (SEM) image of
an individual fly ash particle in which the interface between
the ettringite and fly ash particle can be more readily seen,
showing the nucleation and growth mode.

FIG. 6 is a representation of multiple particles with inter-
locking crystalline structures.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

A crystalline structure or phase in a shape of needles or
rods attached radially to a surface of a substrate and a method
of manufacture are described. In one embodiment, a suitable
substrate is a fly ash particle and the crystalline structure or
phase formed on a surface of the fly ash particle is ettringite.
In one embodiment, the structures are self-assembled or self-
organized in a matrix of calcium, sulfur and aluminum ions at
a stoichiometry suitable for the growth of ettringite. One
suitable base or matrix is hydrated calcium sulfoaluminate
(CSA) cement paste. Because the cementitious matrix con-
tains a source of calcium, aluminum and sulfur in suitable
stoichiometry, ettringite needles form and attach themselves
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to the surface of the fly ash particles (e.g., spherical particles),
forming very unique, unexpected and heretofore unknown
microstructures. In addition to their unique and novel geom-
etry, these heretofore unknown structures can enhance and
optimize the properties of the matrix they are embedded
within, such as a cement paste or a concrete member. Specifi-
cally, they have been shown to improve the mechanical and
physical characteristics of the cement paste or concrete
within which they grow. Alternatively, the particles may be
harvested from the matrix for use in other environments, such
as to improve a property of a non-CSA cement.

Example
In one embodiment, a base or matrix is a calcium sulfoalu-
minate cement having the chemical composition is shown in

Table 1.

TABLE 1

Chemical Analysis of the Calcium Sulfoaluminate Cement

(wt %)

Main equivalent oxides

Sio, 15.5
AlL,O, 15.3
Fe,05 1.5
CaO 50.5
MgO 1.2
SO, 14.5
Compounds

25%
10%

Calcium sulfoaluminate
Anhydrite CaSO,

A calcium sulfoaluminate hydraulic cement may contain
from two to 70 percent calcium sulfoaluminate. In another
embodiment, a calcium sulfoaluminate hydraulic cement
base or matrix may contain five to 50 percent calcium sul-
foaluminate.

The cement is combined with a fly ash particle composi-
tion. In one embodiment, a calcium sulfoaluminate cement is
mixed with 30 percent by weight of a fly ash particle compo-
sition. In one embodiment, the fly ash particles have the
composition shown in Table 2. In the United States, fly ash is
generally categorized in classes (such as C or F) according to
its cementitious value. Without wishing to be bound by any
particular theory, it is theorized that microstructures as
described herein can be grown using fly ash of any classifi-
cation or even unclassified fly ash. It does not appear that the
type of fly ash used (ex. Type C, F or otherwise) affects the
formation of the microstructures. The chemical composition
of'the fly ash particle does not appear to play an important role
in the growth of ettringite crystals on its surface.

TABLE 2

Chemical Composition of the Fly Ash (Main oxides-wt %)

Sio, 59.84
ALO, 2241
Fe,0, 5.34
Ca0 6.09
MgO 13

SO, 0.28
LOL 0.80

In one embodiment, fresh water is added to the combina-
tion of cement and fly ash in a water to cement (w/c) ratio
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equal to 0.40 percent. The w/c ratio can range from 0.2 10 0.8.
Silica sand is also added. The characteristics of the sand do
not appear to play a role in the growth of the microstructures.
Standard 2-inch mortar cubes were made following the
ASTM C109 protocol, using the following proportions:

TABLE 3
Cement paste w/o Fly Ash  Super P RSC Sand
Super Plasticizer wic (grams) (grams) (grams) (grams)
No Fly Ash 0.40 0 0 1,000 1,000
30% Fly Ash 0.40 300 0 700 1,000
TABLE 4
Cement paste w/ Fly Ash  Super P RSC Sand
Super Plasticizer wic (grams) (grams) (grams) (grams)
No Fly Ash 0.40 0 18.0 982.0 1,000
30% Fly Ash 0.40 294.6 18.0 687.4 1,000

The composition in Table 4 includes a melamine based
super plasticizer, specifically MELMENT®. The composi-
tion in Table 3 does not. Both samples contained 30 percent
by weight fly ash and have a water to cement ratio (w/c) of
0.40. Fly ash compositions ranging from a few weight percent
to in excess of 80% can be used.

Self-assembled or self-organized structures were observed
to grow during the early stage, e.g. within three hours of
hydration of the calcium sulfoaluminate cement powder.
Without wishing to be bound by this theory, it is speculated
that the ettringite structures (e.g., needles) form through the
following overall chemical reaction: 3Ca0.3Al,0,.Ca
SO,+8(CasS0,.2H,0)+6Ca(OH),+74H,0—3(3Ca0.Al,
0,.3Cas0,.32H,0).

The mixing protocol, timing and sequence followed are
fully described in ASTM C 109 do not appear to affect the
formation of the structures.

FIG. 1 shows a three-dimensional model of a microstruc-
ture, including a spherical particle such as a spherical fly ash
particle, with 1000 crystalline structures radially attached
thereto. The crystalline structures are self-assembled or self-
organized in the sense that the structures appear to nucleate
and grow on the particle (i.e., grow from a surface of the
particle) in solution at room temperature (room temperature
solution chemistry). This particular model represents a struc-
ture built within a cement paste in the absence of an organic
super plasticizing agent such as a melamine based super
plasticizing agent (e.g., MELMENT®). Organic additives
can affect the growth and number of crystalline structures
growing on the surface of the coal ash cenosphere. Without
wishing to be bound to a specific theory, it is theorized that the
organic superplasticizing agent affects the growth of crystal-
line structures on the surface of the sphere. For example, FIG.
2 shows a three-dimensional model or a spherical particle
with 200 crystalline structures attached. This particular
model represents a microstructure built within a cement paste
in the presence of an organic super plasticizing agent.

FIG. 3 is a scanning electron microscope (SEM) image of
an individual fly ash particle in which crystals of ettringite
have grown radially from the surface in the absence of a super
plasticizing agent according to the example and Table 3. FIG.
4 is a scanning electron microscope (SEM) image of an indi-
vidual fly ash particle in which single crystals or polycrystals
of ettringite needle structures have grown radially from the
surface in the presence of a super plasticizing agent according
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to example and Table 4. FIG. 5 is a scanning electron micro-
scope (SEM) image of an individual fly ash particle in which
the interface between the ettringite and fly ash particle is more
readily seen, showing the nucleation and growth mode. This
figure also shows the fly ash particle having individual needle
structures grown therefrom as well as clusters of individual
crystalline needle structures.

In one embodiment, the crystalline architectures of micro-
particles (e.g., microspheres) have a total diameter ranging
from 0.1 and 100 microns (um). The crystalline architectures
of crystalline needle or rod structures have a length ranging
from 0.05 to 50 um and a diameter or width ranging from 5 to
5,000 nanometers (nm). In another embodiment, the crystal-
line structures having slight or no tapering in cross-section
along the length of the structure and have a rectangular or
circular cross-section. The crystalline structures have a total
quantity per microparticle ranging from 10 to 10,000.

A significant increase in the compressive strength of
cement paste was observed when the crystalline structures
where present, compared to cement paste that did not contain
such structures, as shown in Tables 5 and 6. An increase in
compressive strength of about 5 MPa was observed. In the
case of samples made using a superplasticizer additive, the
increase in strength was lower.

Table 5 shows the compressive strength values for cement
pastes with and without 30 percent by weight fly ash in the
absence of a superplasticizer agent (MELMENT®). The
water to cement ratio (w/c) was kept constant at 0.40. The
compressive strength was obtained using the ASTM C109
standard at 1.5, 3.0, and 24 hours after hydration.

Table 6 shows the compressive strength values for cement
paste with and without 30 percent by weight fly ash, in the
presence of a superplasticizing agent (MELMENT®). The
water to cement ratio (w/c) was kept constant at 0.40, and the
compressive strength values were obtained using the ASTM
C109 standard at 1.5, 3.0, and 24 hours after hydration.

TABLE 5
Cement Paste w/o 1.5 Hours 3.0 Hours 24 Hours
Super Plasticizer wic (MPa) (MPa) (MPa)
No Fly Ash 0.40 39.6 50.1 58.5
30% Fly Ash Replacement 0.40 42.1 54.4 63.7
TABLE 6
Cement Paste w/ 1.5 Hours 3.0 Hours 24 Hours
Super Plasticizer wic (MPa) (MPa) (MPa)
No Fly Ash 0.40 38.2 47.1 55.0
30% Fly Ash Replacement 0.40 393 48.5 60.1

It is appreciated that other substrates, including other
grades of fly ash are suitable for supporting crystalline struc-
tures of ettringite or other mineral composition. Examples of
substrates may include hollow or solid glass, polymer,
ceramic and metal substrates. Although a specific example is
provided using ettringite needle or rod-shaped structures, it is
appreciated that other mineral structures are also contem-
plated. Not only are the single crystal structures themselves
expected to be very strong and act as a mechanical reinforce-
ment, but the self-organized radial arrangement of the single
crystal structures around the particle (e.g., microparticle) in
this embodiment is theorized to cause an increase in mechani-
cal strength though more effective interlocking of the ettring-
ite single crystals. The interlocking of such structures is theo-
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rized to impede plastic and elastic deformation, increase the
yield strength, compressive strength, and elastic modulus of
the material (FIG. 6). Reduced concrete shrinkage and
enhanced concrete freeze-thaw resistance have also been
observed.

The growth of mineral structures such as ettringite needles
on a substrate may involve mixing hollow or full glass spheres
with suitable chemical compounds that dissolve in a solvent
(e.g. water) that does not appreciably attack or dis-
solve the substrate, allowing a crystalline phase to nucleate
and grow on the substrate surface. For example, in
order to grow needles of the ettringite phase CagAl,
(OH),,.(80,);.~26H,0 on the surface of fly ash substrate,
the fly ash spheres can be mixed with a soluble source of
aluminum (such as hydroxide gel, aluminum sulfate hydrate
or tricalcium aluminate), calcium sulfate, calcium hydroxide
and water to get the desired composition. In the above
examples, a calcium sulfoaluminate cement powder was used
as material containing all three compounds. It is appreciated
that the calcium sulfoaluminate cement chemistry is very
different from that of Portland cement. In spite of the long
history of mixing fly ash with Portland cement, these struc-
tures have never been observed in traditional Portland cement
or concrete. This is because the chemical composition of
Portland cement paste is not suitable for the growth of ettring-
ite needles on the surface of fly ash. Therefore, the formation
of these structures is expected to be unique to calcium sul-
foaluminate-based cements and concretes. However, this dis-
closure is not limited to the use of calcium sulfoaluminate
cements either or the mineral structures in a cement, concrete
or mortar. These structures have also been observed when fly
ash is combined with reagent grade calcium sulfoaluminate,
calcium sulfate and lime. In another embodiment, other inor-
ganic phases able to grow from a solution on the surface of fly
ash particles or other substrate are disclosed. Such phases
include crystalline structures of oxides, combinations of
oxides, combinations of planar or nanotubular oxides, and
combinations of oxides and organic-inorganic compounds
attached radially to a surface of a substrate such as fly ash or
glass microspheres. Without wishing to be bound by theory, it
is believed that small crystals of oxides on the surface of the
surface of the particles or in the matrix act as nucleation
agents for growth of such structures. The mineral structures
once formed can be harvested from the matrix or base. In the
case of a cementitious matrix, the harvesting may represen-
tatively be accomplished within three hours of hydration by
dissolving the matrix and separating (e.g., filtering) the par-
ticles from the matrix.

Accordingly, the scope of this invention covers not just the
physical features and method used to produce these struc-
tures, but also their potentially unique and novel mechanical,
or physical characteristics whether inherent or provided to a
matrix material when used as a composite.

In the description above, for the purposes of explanation,
numerous specific details have been set forth in order to
provide a thorough understanding of the embodiments. It will
be apparent however, to one skilled in the art, that one or more
other embodiments may be practiced without some of these
specific details. The particular embodiments described are
not provided to limit the invention but to illustrate it. The
scope of the invention is not to be determined by the specific
examples provided above but only by the claims below. In
other instances, well-known structures, devices, and opera-
tions have been shown in block diagram form or without
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detail in order to avoid obscuring the understanding of the
description. Where considered appropriate, reference numer-
als or terminal portions of reference numerals have been
repeated among the figures to indicate corresponding or
analogous elements, which may optionally have similar char-
acteristics.

It should also be appreciated that reference throughout this
specification to “one embodiment”, “an embodiment”, “one
or more embodiments”, or “different embodiments”, for
example, means that a particular feature may be included in
the practice of the invention. Similarly, it should be appreci-
ated that in the description various features are sometimes
grouped together in a single embodiment, figure, or descrip-
tion thereof for the purpose of streamlining the disclosure and
aiding in the understanding of various inventive aspects. This
method of disclosure, however, is not to be interpreted as
reflecting an intention that the invention requires more fea-
tures than are expressly recited in each claim. Rather, as the
following claims reflect, inventive aspects may lie in less than
all features of a single disclosed embodiment. Thus, the
claims following the Detailed Description are hereby
expressly incorporated into this Detailed Description, with
each claim standing on its own as a separate embodiment of
the invention.

The invention claimed is:

1. A microparticle comprising a fly ash substrate compris-
ing a plurality of crystalline needle or rod-shaped structures
of an ettringite mineral attached radially to a surface of the
substrate.

2. The microparticle of claim 1 having a total diameter
ranging from 0.1 and 100p.

3. The microparticle of claim 1, wherein the crystalline
needle or rod-shaped structures have a length ranging from
0.05-50p.

4. The microparticle of claim 1 wherein the crystalline
needle or rod-shaped structures have a diameter or width
ranging from 5 to 5,000 nm.

5. The microparticle of claim 1, wherein the crystalline
needle or rod-shaped structures have no tapering in cross-
section along their length of the structure.

6. The microparticle of claim 1, wherein the crystalline
needle or rod-shaped structures have a rectangular or circular
cross-section.

7. The microparticle of claim 1, wherein the total quantity
per microsphere of crystalline needle or rod-shaped struc-
tures range from 10 to 10,000.

8. A microparticle comprising a fly ash substrate having a
plurality of crystalline needle or rod-shaped structures of an
ettringite mineral attached radially to a surface of the sub-
strate, with the microparticle having a total diameter ranging
from 0.1 and 100y, and the crystalline needle or rod-shaped
structures have a length ranging from 0.05-50p and a diameter
or width ranging from 5 to 5,000 nm.

9. A microparticle having a fly ash substrate comprising a
plurality of crystalline needle or rod-shaped structures of an
ettringite mineral attached radially to a surface of the sub-
strate, and the ettringite mineral formed from hydration of
calcium sulfoaluminate cement.

10. The microparticle of claim 9 having a total diameter
ranging from 0.1 and 100y, and the crystalline needle or
rod-shaped structures have a length ranging from 0.05-50u
and a diameter or width ranging from 5 to 5,000 nm.
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